
On February 27, 2005, Adolfo Aguilar Zinser
s p o ke to participants of the U. S . – M e x i c o
Futures Forum in Morelia,Mexico about his role
as Mexican Ambassador to the UN Security
Council. The following are excerpts from his
remarks.

The U.S. did not go to the UN to ask for

our permission to go to war. And we

have to have this very clear. Right after

President Bush made his speech at the UN, there

was a recepti on , and I was at the recepti on

that aftern oon . Pre s i dent Bush told me, “ Now

the bu ck is on yo u . It’s on the UN, and it’s on

representatives of the UN.” That was clearly

what he meant by going to the UN.

Am b a s s ador Negropon te furt h er cl a ri f i ed

things for me when I visited him several months

later. Probably he saw me, with sleepless eyes,

shaking with a sense of responsibility. He said,

“Adolfo, you shouldn’t be so worried. I perceive

that you feel that the world is on Mex i co’s

shoulders. That’s not the case. The United States

is going to make the decision. It is not the

Security Council who will decide. You will only

have to determine whether you e ndorse that

decision or not. That’s the key to the role you are

going to play: whether you endorse that decision

or not. That is what your country will have to

decide on the Security Council. We will make the

rest of the decisions.”

Well, what did that mean for Mexico? Mexico’s

dilemma began with to be or not to be on the

Co u n c i l . And that dilemma has lasted since

1947, the year we were first on the Council. But

when we went back to the Security Council this

time, we decided this was the right thing to do.

And it was the ri ght thing to do bec a u s e

Mex i co was becoming a dem oc ra tic co u n try as

a re sult of the 2000 el ecti on s . We had come of

a ge ; we were grown strong and re ady. Th ere

were two currents of op i n i ons inside Mr. Fox ’s
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government. The traditional foreign policy view

was that Mex i co was re ady to play in the bi g

leagues of world affairs , keeping its indepen den ce

from the United States and maintaining the

integrity of its foreign policy. The other current

of opinion said, “OK, we’re ready; we’re grown

up, and it is the time to prove to the United

States that we are allies.” And where is the best

place to prove it? The Security Council.

It’s very interesting because it was perceived

that Mexico would either gain strength by, in

one view, supporting the United States or, in the

other, by maintaining an independent position.

Those who wanted to support the United States

had the idea that we were going to be cooking

“the big enchilada” in the oven of the Security

Council. That’s where Mexico would prove to

the United States that Mexico was a partner and

an ally to be rewarded with 4 million visas for

Mexicans living in the United States. That’s the

kind of thing that allies give each other. You

think that I’m joking, but it’s not a joke. That

was ex act ly the ra ti onale that went on in the

h e ad of the forei gn minister at the ti m e . It

was a way of proving our fri endship to the

Un i ted State s .

This brings us to the dilemma of f ri en d s h i p.

Does fri endship plus indepen den ce equ a l

p a rtn ership? That was the vi ew of bei n g

independent on the Security Council. Or does

friendship plus allegiance mean partnership?

That was the other parad i gm of rel a ti on s

between Mexico and the United States.

Well, what happened in the Security Council?

It was pure historic chance that precisely when

Mexico joined the Security Council, the United

States decided to bring the big thing to the UN.

It was not planned. It happened that way, so we

had to face the situation.

The U. S . bro u ght its case to the Sec u ri ty

Council on the basis — and very clearly on the

basis — of the existence of weapons of mass

de s tru cti on , not on the basis of the ex i s ten ce

of a bad human ri ghts regime in Ira q . Th i s

was prob a bly deb a ted by the intern a ti on a l

community, but it was not the case presented at

the Security Council. The United States did not

argue for removal of Saddam Hussein’s regime.

We have to put it in those terms be cause the

Security Council is a legal body and a political
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body, mostly a political body, but it has to make

decisions based on international law. Regime

ch a n ge was not even men ti on ed in Pre s i den t

Bu s h’s speech . He discussed an imminent thre a t

to intern a ti onal sec u ri ty due to the cert a i n

existence of the weapons. They did not tell us

that the weapons might exist, that they had some

kind of su s p i c i on . No, the Am ericans and

Ambassador Negroponte said unequivocally, day

after day, that the weapons were there.

The Un i ted States argued that the UN was

u s eless in deterring Sadam Hu s s ein from

acqu i ring and using we a pons of m a s s

de s tru cti on . But the evi den ce provi ded by the

presence of the UN in Iraq was to the contrary.

The deterrence was working. Containment was

working. There was a lot of speculation about

how well or how badly, but every day it became

more evident that containment and deterrence

were work i n g. And the Un i ted States bec a m e

ever more impati ent with the noti ons of

deterren ce and con t a i n m en t . It wanted to

s h orten the time the UN was given to prove its

case because the U.S. had made other plans. So

Mexico restricted its position on the Se curity

Council to strictly the legal considerations: we

did not find any evidence of imminent threat,

much less of the existence of the weapons.

…

What was the basis for Mexico’s decision? Well,

first of all, the legality of the issue and secondly,

the institutional integrity of the UN. These are

t wo fundamental things for Mex i co’s forei gn

policy — fundamental things that are in our

history. But they are not enough. The next stage

of the argument was: h ow was it going to

ef fect U. S . – Mexican rel a ti ons? And this was

not discussed in New York; this was not debated

in the Sec u ri ty Co u n c i l ; it was not in the

dialogue in the Mexican mission and the U.S.

mission. This was discussed in Mexico City.

What happen ed there was, I think, very

damaging for U.S.–Mexican relations. Mexico

was never clear with the U.S. It never told things

as they were.

I, as the ambassador in the UN was saying one

thing (I was saying this with instructions; not on

my own, with instructions), but this was going

to Washington, and Wa s h i n g ton was saying to

Mex i co, “What is your ambassador doi n g ? ”

“Well , he is doing his job.” But I was doing my

j ob with the i n ten ti on of preven ting the

Sec u ri ty Council from endorsing a resolution in

f avor of the use of force . So in Wa s h i n g tonthey

d i d n’t re a lly know what to think. And they

ten ded to think that Mex i co was simply playi n g

a little bit of po l i tics in the Co u n c i l , but that

Mex i co was really willing to endorse them. And

they got that impression until the end of the day.

And that was very wrong because we were not

going to endorse it.

The consideration regarding the United States,

and I think it is important to underline it,

w a s : Could Mex i co maintain an indepen den t

position of this magnitude in the UN Security

Council wi t h o ut seri o u s ly damagi n g

U.S.–Mexican relations? There were two schools

of thought. One said, “No, Mexico does not have

the capacity, does not have the strength. We have

jumped too high up into the big leagues, and this

is something we cannot afford. We cannot vote

against the United States; Mexico would suffer

dearly for it.” Others, including myself, thought

that we could do it, that the cost of not doing it

was going to be higher because of the political

cost internally and because of the cost in terms

of the integrity of Mexico’s foreign policy and

the prestige of Mexico in the UN.

Th ere were two key issues discussed in the

c a bi n et . One was: what was in the stra tegi c

interest of Mexico? And secondly: how would it

really affect the relationship with the United

S t a tes? My argument was that our stra tegi c

interest was not to endorse this war b ecause

endorsing it would make Mexico a partner in a

war that we didn’t want… [By not endorsing the
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war,] we would strengthen our relation with the

United States because the U.S. would know that

we had reached that level of maturity. We could

be trusted on those things that we were doing

together, but we could also disagree respectfully.

There were two other considerations that the

president took into account in making his final

decision. One was the pop u l a ri ty of the issue in

Mex i co. The po lls were very high in favor of

not su pporting the U. S . And secon dly, he had

to consider the political environment. All the

political forces in Mexico, including those who

were most favorable to the United States, were

convinced that this was something that Mexico

could not afford.

The dec i s i on was made in those term s , but

I think that there were two main probl em s

with the dec i s i on . One was that it was not

communicated properly. I was instru cted to

m a ke Mex i co’s po s i ti on official one wee k

before the war bro ke out , wh en we did not

k n ow wh et h er the U. S . was going to wi t h d raw

the re s o luti on from the tabl e . I noti f i ed my

colleagues in the Security Council that this was

Mexico’s decision. But the President of Mexico

did not notify President Bush. So that created

another week of confusion, and I think it was

very costly to U.S.–Mexican relations. There is

nothing better for the U.S. and Mexico than

frankness, sincerity and maturity in our dealings

with each other. Secondly, it was very confusing

i n tern a lly as well . Grandiose speeches made a

kind of em pty space , so a lot of people in

Mex i co thought Pre s i dent Fox had made the

ri ght decision with the wrong rhetoric.

So that is how the whole thing happened and

that’s why I am here now.

Thank you.
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